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House of Burgess: Laughing in death’s face 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


Turns out, sometimes things live up to their hype. 


On Aug. 4, I began hearing reports that comedian Tig Notaro had laid down 
an amazing set the night before at the Los Angeles nightclub Largo at the 


Coronet. 


"In 27 years doing this, I’ve seen a handful of truly great, masterful standup 
sets,” wrote fellow comedian Louie CK on Twitter that day. “One was Tig 


Notaro last night at Largo.” 


During the set she had talked extensively about the last four months of her 
life, including: being hospitalized for pneumonia and a bacterium eating her 
digestive tract, losing her mother in a tragic accident, suffering a romantic 


breakup and being diagnosed with Stage II breast cancer. 


“Tig, by the way, has since undergone a double mastectomy,” wrote Louie 
CK on his website Oct. 5. “Her doctors say her chances of survival are 


excellent.” 


I was familiar with Notaro’s work through one of my favorite podcasts, 
“Doug Loves Movies.” I knew she was a funny lady, and I was sad that I 
wouldn’t be able to experience this once-in-a-lifetime set for myself. Luckily 
for all of us, Largo owner Mark Flanagan informed Louie CK that he had 


recorded the performance. 


“A few days later, I wrote Tig and asked her if I could release this set on my 
site,” wrote Louie CK. This recording became Notaro’s newest album 
“Live,” a portion of which was featured on the most recent episode of Public 


Radio International’s “This American Life.” 


“T really had the fear that if I walked away from this opportunity to perform 


that I would never be able to again,” she told host Ira Glass. 


When I finally got a chance to sample the performance, what I found so 


staggering was the way she moved through the material. She knew what 


she was saying was a lot for an audience to take. But then again, she didn’t 


seem to know how to take it either. 


“Good evening,” she said as she took the stage that night. “Hello. I have 


cancer. How are you?” 


My first instinct upon being confronted with this Biblical level of strife 


would be find the deepest, darkest hole I could find and crawl into it. 


Not Notaro. 


“Somebody over here just keeps going, ‘awww, I think she might really have 
cancer,’” she said. “Who here is taking this really bad? It’s OK. It’s OK. It’s 
going to be OK. It might not be OK. But I’m just saying. It’s OK. You’re 


going to be OK. I don’t know what’s going on with me.” 


Among other things, she then talked about the questionnaire the hospital 


sent her dead mother to see how her stay in the hospital went. 


“Mmmm, not great,” said Notaro. “It did not go great.” 


To me, the most hilarious part of the entire performance is at the end when 
she finally tells one of the jokes she wrote before her life completely 


changed. I love the contrast. 


“So I was driving here and, ugh, a lot of traffic, and my car hadn’t moved in 


several minutes,” she said. “I was just sitting there. My window was down, 


and a bee flew past me. Do you have any idea how frustrating it is when a 


bee passes you in five o’clock traffic?” 


There’s a lesson for everyone in her performance, artists especially. By this 
time these trials had befallen her, she was a well-oiled working comedian. 
She already knew how to tell a story. And then a story happened to her. Her 
tools were sharpened, and when she started slicing away at her anguish, 


she already had chops to dispense it with samurai-like precision. 


[Editor’s note: You can buy Notaro’s entire 30-minute set for $5. Part of that 
money goes to cancer research. The website is: 
https://buy.louisck.net/purchase/tig-notaro-live. Also, this is the final week 
that “House of Burgess” will appear in the Lifestyle section. Starting next 


Wednesday, it will appear on the Opinion page. ] 


Rob Burgess, Tribune night editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577 


or via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com. 


